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Affiliation, autonomy and Assessment for Learning  
 
Assessment for Learning (AfL) is an international assessment area of interest, 
yet during twenty years of AfL research, the desired outcome of increased 
learner autonomy remains elusive. This article analyses examples of 
implementation of AfL practices in classrooms, as students negotiate an 
identity as an autonomous learner within a classroom community of practice. A 
sociocultural theoretical framework, informed the analysis of three case studies 
conducted in Queensland middle school classrooms. Key findings include the 
importance of the teacher-student relationship, viewing AfL as patterns of 
participation that develop expertise, and learner autonomy as a negotiated 
learner identity within each classroom context. 
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Introduction 
Assessment for Learning (AfL) is part of an international education policy discourse 
reflecting a significant shift in the purpose of assessment, from a measurement to a 
learning focus. By sharing learning goals and criteria with students, giving them 
experience in self assessment and guiding them with feedback, it is suggested that 
students are able to become more self-regulating and autonomous lifelong learners 
(Gipps 2002).  Yet during twenty years of AfL research, the anticipated outcome of 
increased learner autonomy has been elusive rather than conclusive.  Marshall and 
Drummond (2006) reported that only one fifth of AfL lessons they observed promoted 
the desired goal of learner autonomy. To assist teachers to realise the goal of 
autonomy for all learners, it is important to examine what is meant by autonomy, how 
AfL practices can enhance learner autonomy, and additionally the importance of 
students finding affiliation and a sense of belonging within the classroom community 
of practice, as they negotiate an identity of participation.  This article draws from a 
PhD research inquiry in Queensland middle school classrooms that analysed social 
contexts that supported the development of learner autonomy through AfL practices 
(Willis 2010). Drawing on the research findings, in this article a sociocultural 
understanding of autonomy is proposed and implications for AfL practices are raised. 
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This research is timely in local as well as in international assessment contexts. 
In Australia, school assessment discourses have become dominated by an assessment-
as-measurement focus, as teachers and schooling systems negotiate the implications 
of the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 
(http://www.naplan.edu.au) that was introduced in 2008. Public narratives of learning 
success and failure are increasingly constructed around a comparative school test 
ranking on a public website (http://www.myschool.edu.au) rather than on lifelong 
learning goals such as autonomy for all learners. In Queensland, the state in which the 
research was conducted, there is an additional danger that an overemphasis on 
national assessment-as-measurement will weaken the historical culture of teacher 
assessment capacity that underpins successful AfL practices.  
In international assessment contexts, AfL is being recognised as a policy 
priority (Black and Wiliam 2005; Hayward and Spencer 2010) and as such, its 
definition is being carefully examined and reconsidered (Klenowski 2009). It is hoped 
that by understanding the qualities of learning interactions in classrooms where AfL 
practices are embedded in supportive teacher-student relationships, this study can 
inform teachers interested in developing learner autonomy through AfL. This article 
begins with a review of recent AfL research. The research design and research 
findings are then presented. It is concluded that AfL practices can help learners 
negotiate an identity as an autonomous learner, or someone becoming more expert, 
when they also experience a sense of affiliation with, or a sense of belonging within 
the classroom community of practice. 
Defining AfL 
The phrase ‘Assessment for Learning’ emerged from discussions distinguishing 
formative assessment purposes from summative assessment purposes or ‘Assessment 
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of Learning’ during the 1990s. Caroline Gipps (1994) used the term ‘assessment for 
learning’ to describe a change from a traditional model of assessment that consisted of 
‘checking whether the information had been received’ to a more in-depth assessment 
of ‘the structure and quality of students’ learning and understanding’ (p. 24). In some 
contexts the term ‘formative assessment’ is used instead of AfL, however Perrenoud 
(1998) cautioned that formative assessment is often ‘confined to a temporary micro-
summative evaluation, followed by remediation’ (p. 91) rather than a holistic shift in 
the purpose of assessment. When AfL is restricted to closing the gap between the 
actual and expected results in a student’s achievement, the focus remains on teaching, 
and the learner’s role in developing autonomy can be marginalised.  
AfL is defined in this article as evaluative practices within the regular flow of 
teaching and learning with the purpose of informing and improving student learning 
to enhance learner autonomy (Willis 2007). It is a definition closely aligned with the 
definition of AfL developed at the Third International Conference on Assessment for 
Learning, that it is ‘part of everyday practice by students, teachers and peers that 
seeks, reflects upon and responds to information from dialogue, demonstration and 
observation in ways that enhance ongoing learning’ (as cited in Klenowski 2009: 
268). The everyday evaluative practices that were considered as AfL practices within 
this research inquiry included formal checks for understanding. These included: quick 
quizzes, questioning, peer- and self-assessment and feedback against shared success 
criteria (Black and Wiliam 1998). However evaluative practices that became apparent 
also included more informal evaluations made by the teachers and students about how 
to participate and enact various tacit understandings of standards. AfL is 
conceptualised as more than a series of techniques or strategies. AfL is a dialectical 
and cultural practice through which learners increasing understanding and control 
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their participation in the learning experiences. The goal is enhanced learner 
autonomy. The following section explores how a new understanding of learner 
autonomy, achieved through AfL practices, emerged when analysed from a 
sociocultural view of learning.  
 
Sociocultural theories of learning  
For students to adopt autonomous ways of working that are valued by teachers, they 
first need to find affiliation with the learning goals, and negotiate an identity as a 
learner who belongs within and understands the classroom practices and relationships. 
The teacher’s attention shifts from learning as an act of individual cognitive 
acquisition, towards sociocultural theories of learning that emphasise learning through 
ongoing participation in cultural practices (Sfard 1998). Sociocultural theories of 
learning trace their heritage from the works of Vygotsky (in Cole, John-Steiner, 
Scribner and Souberman 1978) and Dewey (1966), who emphasise that children are 
active participants in social interactions that inform learning. This view implies that 
learning is situated within and influenced by its context, suggesting that learning, 
action and thinking cannot be separated and that ‘the basic unit of analysis is no 
longer the properties of the individual, but the processes of the sociocultural activity, 
involving active participation of people in socially constituted practices’ (Rogoff 
1990: 14).  
From the family of sociocultural theories, a community of practice perspective 
(Wenger 1998) was selected as the theoretical framework for this research project. 
Within this perspective, learning is by doing, meaning comes through experience, and 
importantly for this study, learning is both a process of belonging to a community and 
developing an identity through a process of becoming more expert  (Wenger 1998). 
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When viewed from this sociocultural theoretical perspective, AfL practices can be 
understood as culturally situated patterns of participation that allow students to 
develop a sense of belonging as an insider in the practice, while developing an 
identity of an autonomous learner as part of the process of becoming more expert. 
 
Learner autonomy re-defined 
Those who promote what might be considered traditional definitions of learner 
autonomy have tended to regard autonomy as a set of cognitive dispositions located 
within the individual, such as ‘the capacity for detachment, critical reflection, 
decision-making, and independent action’ (Little 1994: 81). In contrast, a 
sociocultural view of knowing proposes that these qualities are not individual traits 
but a culturally situated ‘potential capacity which must be developed through social 
intercourse into a specific form’ (Ratner 2000: 426). The skills, language and 
behaviour that are associated with the role of an autonomous learner are enacted and 
given legitimacy within the culture of the community of practice, which occurs in 
overt as well as oblique ways (Van Leeuwen 2007). An important function of AfL 
practices is that of making more explicit the processes an expert may use to 
understand, evaluate and control their learning products. However, ‘becoming good at 
something [also involves]…developing specialized sensitivities, an aesthetic sense, 
and refined perceptions that are brought to bear on making judgments about the 
qualities of a product or an action’ (Wenger 1998: 81). Students need to also learn 
how to ‘play the game’ in order to enact the kinds of actions recognised by teachers as 
autonomous (Gee 2004: 48). Learner autonomy was thus reconceptualised from a set 
of universal, individual traits to be understood as a social role or identity fulfilled by a 
central participant within a specific community of practice.  
 7 
AfL practices such as self- and peer-assessment, therefore, provide an 
important way that learners can reflect on and evaluate their developing expertise and 
understanding of the practices that are valued in the classroom community of practice, 
while doing the practices. Well-defined learning goals and criteria have also been 
valued as AfL practices that share expectations for expertise with learners. Yet recent 
AfL research indicates that sharing criteria with students can be problematic in the 
development of autonomy. Torrance (2007: 282) warned that too much transparency 
of criteria leads to ‘criteria compliance,’ following a recipe instead of learning, and 
produces students who are more dependent on their teachers rather than less 
dependent on them. Sadler (2007: 392) concurred, noting ‘too often the focus has 
been on a multitude of discrete competencies, rather than competence.’ Developing an 
identity as an autonomous learner thus involves more than competence to the letter of 
the explicit classroom expectations. It involves students developing what Gee called 
affiliation with the culture of the classroom. Affiliation is defined as being able to 
‘participate fully in the attitudes, values and norms the practice requires’ (Gee 2000-
2001: xviii). Marshall and Drummond (2006) called it the spirit of AfL. The spirit of 
AfL involves students and teachers learning from one another, as part of the joint 
enterprise of becoming more expert, within specific communities of learning.  
 
Insights from recent AfL research 
When autonomy is understood as a culturally situated identity, it is easier to 
understand why autonomy is not an automatic result of implementing AfL strategies. 
Teacher adoption of AfL practices is more complex than implementing techniques 
within an existing classroom repertoire (Black and Wiliam 2006). Teacher and student 
beliefs about learning and assessment, learner identity, and the social and cultural 
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interactions and contexts of the classroom have all been shown to impact upon the 
construction of learner autonomy in AfL classroom practices (James and Pedder 
2006). Behaviourist beliefs about learning (McFadden and Munns 2002) and fixed 
notions of learner identity (Dweck 2000) can limit opportunities for developing 
autonomy. Munns and Woodward (2006) found that when learning was regarded as 
entirely the responsibility of the individual learner, failure to develop autonomy was 
blamed on the student’s lack of readiness. However, when learning was seen as the 
shared responsibility of the teacher and the student, autonomy was more often seen as 
an outcome (Munns and Woodward 2006). Although sharing control of the learning 
provided challenges to traditions of power and control in the classroom it has been 
recognised as essential in developing student skills in self-assessment and autonomy 
(Gipps 2002). Tensions arise for teachers when sharing power and control with 
students (Gipps 2002) and between accountability requirements and a desire to 
promote learning through assessment (Brown 2004). 
When AfL is regarded only as a set of strategies to facilitate the acquisition of 
expert skills and knowledge, the important ways that students negotiate their 
participation within the specific cultural expectations of the classroom remain 
unexamined. Cowie (2005) noted that students often prioritised social goals, over 
academic goals such as a desire to understand an idea. Learners and teachers negotiate 
their participation and understanding, drawing from multiple identities within various 
communities of practice (Murphy, Sharp and Whitelegg 2006). Through participation 
in AfL practices, teachers and students can collaboratively narrate identities of 
expertise (Pryor and Crossouard, 2008). Participation thus emerged as significant in 
understanding how learners narrate an identity of autonomy through AfL. The 
following study, conducted in Queensland in 2008, sought to explore the ways in 
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which teachers can help learners find affiliation with their expectations and negotiate 
an identity of a learner in the classroom culture through AfL. 
 
Research design 
The research aimed to examine the following research questions; ‘What is the nature 
of the teacher student relationship in an AfL context that supports student learning 
autonomy?’ and ‘How are patterns of participation that enable learner autonomy 
created through AfL?’ Qualitative descriptive case studies (Stake 1995) were 
conducted with three Queensland middle school teachers and their students as they 
worked towards the goal of learner autonomy through their AfL practices over a year. 
The case studies included a Year 7 final primary school class, a Year 8 Social Studies 
and Environment class, and a Year 9 Science class, located in one regional school. 
Human activity was the focus of the analysis (Wertsch 1993), which was a holistic 
search for meanings, relationships and understanding (Janesick 2003). It was a 
cooperative inquiry (Reason 2003), with data gathered from 34 hours of classroom 
observations recorded in researcher field notes and video vignettes, eight individual 
and two focus group interviews with teachers, and interviews with 41 students that 
including student analysis of selected video vignettes and student drawings. Data were 
analysed through a constant comparative thematic approach (Charmaz 2000). 
Inductive coding, categorising and progressive refocusing occurred through the 
analytic lens of assessment and sociocultural theoretical literature (Simons 2009). 
Validation occurred through methodological triangulation and participant checking of 
field notes and researcher observations. By describing expert AfL practices, the 
intention was to better understand how to help other teachers help their learners 
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develop autonomy through AfL. Pseudonyms are used throughout the case study 
reports. 
Case one: Yr 7 Collaborative AfL 
Rachel, a teacher with five years experience, was the energetic main teacher for the 
Year 7 class in its final year of primary school. She was also the curriculum 
coordinator for the primary school. Rachel valued AfL practices that helped students 
become confident question askers who could help others learn. This approach 
challenged students who began the year believing that good learners listened to the 
teacher. They initially found it difficult to ask questions or seek feedback as ‘people 
might look at you’ (student comment). Rachel’s approach was to first build 
relationships, and routine patterns of participation.  
Rachel built positive relationships with her students and established new 
norms of participation through routines such as C3B4me, where students saw three 
peers for feedback or help before asking the teacher, as well as ‘sage and scribe’, 
where partners took turn thinking aloud through a maths problem while the other took 
notes before swapping roles. These routines provided a shared language of learning 
and they also served as reifications, or explicit processes of expertise (Wenger 1998). 
AfL occurred in reified forms such as self and peer evaluation against success criteria, 
but the teacher and students also gained evaluative information through reading non-
verbal signals and through dialogue with peers. Dialogue was also a significant 
feature of the year 8 case study reported below. 
Case two: Yr 8 AfL and engagement 
Greg was a secondary teacher with 10 years experience, including head of 
Information Technology. The case study described his teaching of a Year 8 Australian 
history curriculum unit that emphasised an Indigenous thinking-framework of land, 
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kinship and culture, explored through the medium of Information Technology. AfL 
strategies of self-evaluation and shared criteria were already part of his practice, and 
he was keen to help students develop greater autonomy. Greg expected students to 
interview Indigenous guest speakers, giving them the responsibility for devising and 
asking questions as well as greeting and thanking the speakers. He also left space for 
students to develop autonomy, for example plugging the data projector into student 
laptops and positioning the student as expert while he helped other students at the 
back of the room.  
Greg defined autonomy as students working it out for themselves and taking a 
risk. Much of the learning occurred as a form on ongoing dialogue. He gave students 
exemplars of work, clear goals and the conceptual framework and used these as a 
shared repertoire against which progress and quality was judged. Work was very 
visible to peers on the laptop computer screens. Feedback, help and commentary on 
one another’s work was a seamless part of the dialogue. In contrast to Rachel’s highly 
structured collaboration, Greg encouraged peer dialogue through more indirect 
expectations.   
Case three: Yr 9 Science and trajectories of expertise 
Adam was an award winning science teacher who had been teaching for 30 years. At 
the time of the research he was a science curriculum manager in the school. Adam 
also ran the robotics and remote-control aeroplane club. He used a calm approach, 
humour, and hands-on activity to encourage his students to see themselves as 
scientists who asked questions and learned by conducting experiments.  
Through his use of highly structured routines, shared goals and group work, 
Adam expected students to develop autonomy, which he regarded as excitement and 
confidence in the processes of learning. The AfL practices of shared goals, questions, 
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story telling, and informal quizzes were forms of guided participation or an 
apprenticeship in thinking (Rogoff 1990). As Michelle, one of the students noted, ‘the 
teacher kind of rubs off on you’. Students appropriated the language and routines their 
expert teacher demonstrated. 
 
Discussion 
From the three case studies, an argument can be made that AfL practices were an 
opportunity for students to learn the cultural expectations about being a central 
participant. Both academic and social expectations informed the process of becoming 
more expert and belonging within the community of practice. This process involved a 
complex negotiation of identity for students, as both students and teachers brought 
with them different experiences from their participation in other communities of 
practice. Three important observations about autonomy emerged from the case 
studies. Firstly, autonomy was defined differently by each teacher and reflected the 
teacher’s own preferences for learning. Secondly, AfL patterns of participation 
supported student in negotiating their roles and identity as autonomous learners within 
these expectations. Finally, the important role of teachers in helping students to find a 
sense of affiliation within the community of practice is outlined. 
Autonomy was defined differently by each teacher 
 An autonomous learner was how a teacher described the identity or role of a centrally 
participating learner. In Lave and Wenger’s (1991) model of learning, learners move 
from a legitimate peripheral participation towards a more central participation in a 
learning community as they appropriate the language, customs and ways of working 
that are valued in the community of practice. For students to enact a centrally 
participating role, they needed both tacit and explicit knowing that included 
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understanding both the cognitive and social expectations of the classroom. Students 
were aware that different teachers had different expectations of how a centrally 
participating student would interact and they negotiated their participation according 
to their previous experiences of classroom culture, their role in peer groups and their 
feelings, or the teacher’s attitude at that time of the year: 
 
Researcher: How do you know when it is ok to get up and move around and 
give feedback? 
Max: Most of the teachers are pretty cool with it if they know you’re just 
helping and not mucking around and talking. 
Lachlan: At the start of the year they give you the class rules so then you know 
what the boundaries are. 
Emma: At the start of the year Mr O’Brien our English teacher was really 
strict. He wanted us to know what we should be doing, but he has started to 
ease down a lot. (Year 9 focus group interview) 
 
Those students who had a high degree of intersubjectivity with the teacher, 
that is shared a cognitive, social and emotional purpose (Rogoff 1990), and 
understood the tacit expectations of their teacher, were the students whom the 
teachers identified as more autonomous. This finding has significant implications for 
students from cultural backgrounds that are different to their teachers’ or for students 
with social-emotional learning difficulties who find the reading of social signals 
challenging. 
Teachers used similar metaphors to describe their expectations for an 
autonomous learner and their own learning preferences. Greg described autonomy as 
students being able to ‘go out on a branch you know and see what happens’ an 
approach that reflected his love of adventure. Rachel’s learning preference, ‘I’m a 
talker’, was foregrounded when she was dissatisfied with the students’ lack of 
engagement in classroom discussions. In response she designed highly structured 
collaborative practices to teach students how to learn by working with their peers. 
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Adam’s definition of learner autonomy, that ‘you experiment and work it out’, was 
influenced by his Science discipline and by his own teaching history as a young 
teacher in an isolated rural school. While in some sense the three teachers’ learning 
preferences were being reproduced in their expectations for their students, students 
also negotiated their participation in AfL practices and the classroom culture 
beginning with a sense of affiliation with the learning community of practice. 
AfL as patterns of participation that form expectations for autonomy 
AfL practices and routines provided students with explicit guidance about what was 
culturally valued by the teacher. Through enacting these values and routines, students 
had the opportunity to appropriate the practices of an expert. The qualities and 
expectations communicated through AfL practices have been previously classified 
into two categories: expectations about products and expectations about processes 
(Pryor and Crossouard 2008). However, these case studies suggested the addition of a 
third, crucial category, expectations for patterns of participation. 
Products  
Teachers made the goals of the learning visible for the students through using 
exemplars, making student work visible, sharing the daily plan and expected 
outcomes for the lesson, sharing routines, and collaboratively setting and checking 
visible goals. For example, Rachel and Greg showed exemplars of previous student 
work that the class critiqued and then used to create lists of qualities that they might 
show in their work. Adam shared the unit outline with the students in a handout that 
acted as a checklist for the learning expected for the four-week unit. These learning 
artefacts communicated expectations of expertise.  
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Processes 
Students learned to evaluate how closely the products matched expectations of 
performance by routinely using tools and strategies. AfL routines such as Adam’s 
quick quizzes at the start of a lesson were familiar processes of self- assessment. 
Strategic questions enabled teachers and students to explore the reasoning behind 
ideas, examining connections, applications, and evaluating the student’s degree of 
expertise in the classroom discourse. Students with identities as successful learners 
within an acquisition view of learning, valued being able to check the explicit quality 
criteria for assessment: ‘I always check the A column because that is what I’m aiming 
for. I make sure I’ve fulfilled every part of it’ (Douglas, individual interview).  
Through processes such as checklists, thinking routines, graphic organisers, 
and routines around the use of physical tools such as laboratory equipment and laptop 
computers, students engaged in significant participatory appropriation. Through 
frequent use of the routines, students appropriated habits of experts, often not 
recognising the source of the learning. Michelle and Lachlan explained they knew 
how to design a science experiment:  
Michelle:  I don’t do it on purpose, but from the scientific method [studied 
earlier in the year], I know how to write up my other methods. So I kind of do 
use it, but not on purpose. 
Lachlan: We just know how to do it. (Year 9 focus group). 
 
However, reification by itself did not guarantee an expert understanding with the 
routine sometimes being seen as a product rather than a process. Wenger (1998) noted 
that meaning does not come from reification alone; rather reification and participation 
are “mutually constitutive elements” that interact to create meaning (p. 66).  
Participation  
While previous Australian AfL support for teachers had focused on student 
engagement with the products and processes of AfL (Curriculum Corporation, 2010; 
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Glasson 2009), it was evident through these three case studies that focus on 
participation was also important. It was through the social and cultural participation 
and engagement with the language, tools and relationships within a community of 
practice that students had the opportunity to make meaning and develop expertise or 
fluency. Students negotiated their participation whilst drawing upon their histories of 
participation. 
Autonomy is an identity formed through participation 
When teachers helped students become more central rather than peripheral 
participants in the learning experiences, they were helping students negotiate an 
identity as an autonomous learner. Identity is formed through a history of 
participation and the development of competence that involves belonging and 
becoming more expert within a classroom community of practice (Wenger 1998).  For 
students to become more autonomous, they had to determine what was valued in their 
classrooms so they could participate more fully. For some students, their expectations 
of how good students participated was very different to the teacher’s expectations, 
such as Emma who had an identity as a conscientious, quiet listener when her teacher 
valued talking and learning through experimentation. Students had to judge whether 
they had the identity and capacity to participate in a way that would be valued.  
AfL practices assisted students in this process by giving students opportunities 
to learn the explicit expectations and processes. Participation, that is, the doing of the 
AfL practices, also encouraged students to learn the tacit expectations, and thus 
develop intersubjectivity ‘sharing purpose and focus...involving cognitive, social and 
emotional interchange’ (Rogoff 1990: 9). The case study teachers recognised the 
importance of encouraging participation through opportunities for peer learning, 
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humour, and shared ownership and routines, activities that built affiliation with the 
shared purpose of the learning. 
Affiliation as a precursor to autonomy 
 In a community of practice, learning occurs through participation, ‘both absorbing 
and being absorbed in’ the culture of the practice (Lave and Wenger 1991: 95). From 
the case studies, it was observed that teachers helped the students find participate and 
find affiliation with the identity of autonomy in various ways:  
Connecting with students  
Rachel recognised that, until students learned to intrinsically value new habits 
of learning, they would value learning as a result of a positive relationship with the 
teacher. ‘If they can see how important it is for me for them to understand and to 
learn, then hopefully that will pass over onto them and they will want to learn.’  Adam 
agreed: ‘Connecting with the students is the very first step, as they can’t even swim 
until they get in the water’. The teachers all had reputations among the students as 
good teachers, being well known for their extra-curricular involvement and subject 
expertise. Students had a sense of anticipation and privilege: ‘everyone else is 
complaining because they don’t have Mr Turner. Mr Turner is awesome’ (Steve, Year 
9). Students liked the way that the teachers treated them ‘like real people.’ The 
teachers also embodied the values of lifelong learning they were expecting their 
students to develop, and so were recognised as ‘old-timers’ who represent trajectories 
of identity and expertise, who were ‘living testimonies to what is possible, expected, 
desirable’ (Wenger 1998: 156).  
Sharing stories  
Shared stories about the teacher’s own learning and life experiences were 
linked to the learning the students were doing. During a maths lesson on percentages 
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and money, Rachel shared, “Our boys pay us some percentage of their wages from 
Woolworths that helps pay for the petrol to get them to work.” The stories modelled 
qualities that were expected from an autonomous learner such as responsibility, 
laughing at mistakes and learning from them. Student interests were incorporated into 
examples, ‘As Josie would know because conductor is a musical term as well as a 
science term’ (Adam, science lesson). Explicit links between learning in school and 
out of school were made, and learning was seen to be a personal experience shared by 
students and teachers. 
The teacher’s role was that of a ‘broker’ (Wenger 1998:105) who could create 
connections across multiple communities of practice and move students along a 
trajectory of expertise through ownership of the language of the community of 
practice. Teachers used everyday language and contexts to create connections; ‘like 
he usually asks about still electrons. After I hear it a couple of times I get to know that 
it is static electricity and it stays in my mind’ (Fiona, Year 9). Teachers also made 
their negotiations of meaning and identity visible to students, and so modelled a 
malleable learner identity (Dweck 2000). 
Constructing socially safe and peer supportive learning environments:  
Even within a supportive environment, many students limited their 
participation for fear of what their peers might think of them, often waiting until the 
teacher circulated before asking for feedback, or else relying on peer assistance. Each 
of the case study teachers constructed ways of making learning socially safe. When 
students were sharing their self-assessment and seemed uncertain, Adam encouraged 
them to ask a friend to help out. Students appreciated knowing that they were not on 
their own, ‘I like how if you don’t know, he lets you get help from a friend who does 
know’ (Lachlan, Year 9). Students valued working with peers, using it as an 
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opportunity to identify the tacit expectations for the standard or quality of work 
expected, ‘We all sort of rely on each other…We all look around what other people 
are doing to see if we are doing our thing right’ (Douglas, Year 8). Learning was 
regarded as a joint enterprise (Wenger 1998), although these experienced teachers still 
worried what their colleagues would think about their noisy classrooms where peer 
discussion was encouraged. 
Shared ownership  
The teachers created a sense of shared ownership of the learning through  
shared ownership of school laptops and science equipment. Each teacher also taught 
students the language of the discipline through AfL practices such as sharing goals, 
criteria and self assessment activities. This language was appropriated by students in 
their learning conversations as they evaluated their developing competence through 
formal and informal conversations with their peers, in highly structured ways in 
Rachel’s class or more informal ways in Adam’s and Greg’s classes. 
Leaving space for students to be the experts 
Greg deliberately did not make explicit some of his expectations so that he 
could give students ‘the space to grow within the boundaries I set’. Greg 
used invitational language, ‘If you want to learn how to save this so it can be viewed 
on a mobile phone, come up around Todd’s computer and I’ll show you...’. He 
implied permission to move to help others by walking past and ignoring students who 
were doing so and issued challenges to students such as, ‘I wonder how we find 
cropping tools in this program?’ before withdrawing to the side of the room to give 
students the space to be the expert voice. Students recognised and valued the choice, 
freedom and responsibility they were given within this relationship, ‘It’s great. He 
tells us what to do and leaves us to get on with it while we are sitting with our friends’ 
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(Elanie, Year 8). Greg explained ‘if I do it for them I rob them of the reward of being 
able to solve something. They’ve got to realise and come to a point where they can 
go, “I can do this” and they can show someone else’.  
Re-negotiating resistance  
 Students were also observed to resist the teacher’s expectations for their 
participation. On these occasions, the teacher would ‘go after the relationship with the 
student first’ (Greg). For example, Greg ignored one student’s non-participation until 
after class when he showed interest in what she was reading. From there, he 
negotiated access to new books for her with the librarian. Greg then found new ways 
to give her responsibilities in class, asking her to take the class mascot home to keep it 
safe overnight, and giving a vote of thanks to a guest. Greg also worked with her 
peers to include them in making class decisions. He recognised that ‘those social 
leaders in the class, if you can get them motivated and involved, the rest go “it’s ok to 
be here”.’ He recognised that his role as a teacher included positioning students in 
new ways within the class and so building a new repertoire of participation. Once the 
students had decided that it was ‘ok to be here’, or developed affiliation with the 
learning goals, then AfL practices could act as a further guide to more central 
participation. 
In order to create opportunities for students to develop autonomy through AfL 
practices, the case study teachers sought mutually respectful relationships with 
students. As Tobin (2007: 8) noted ‘respect is a central requisite for participants 
working together... Teachers must show their respect for students and be respected by 
them...The affiliation or sense of belonging to, is a form of symbolic capital 
associated with identity.’ Students needed to be able to recognise that the learning had 
meaning for them, and could be part of their trajectory of identity. The sociocultural 
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perspective on learning enabled teachers to shift their gaze from a focus on individual 
acquisition, to one of enabling participation, and ‘focus attention on ways in which 
[participation] is an evolving, continuously renewed set of relations’ (Lave and 
Wenger 1991: 50). Through participation, students also had opportunity to develop 
the important tacit knowledge that informed expertise. 
Understanding tacit negotiations of identity – a new teacher assessment literacy 
Students negotiated their participation drawing on tacit evaluations, like Cody who 
completed a self assessment task after ‘I had a look around and saw what other people 
thought they could do…and it gave me an ideas as to how I was going’ (Year 7). 
Where Rachel valued sharing the learning goal on the whiteboard each lesson, 
students negotiated various meanings from it, with one student reporting that he had 
never seen it, and another said ‘it’s pretty much used if we are naughty or keep 
talking.’ It was challenging for teachers to understand the different ways that students 
negotiated their identity and participation. As Rachel commented ‘you can’t always 
tell by looking. Students play school beautifully.’ Students revealed these various 
negotiations of meaning and identity in their conversations about learning. Dialogue 
with peers and the teacher emerged as highly significant opportunities for teachers 
and students to learn from one another.  
Participation, including observation, conversations, and the telling of personal 
stories, serves multiple important purposes within a sociocultural view of learning: it 
is a construction of identity, a display of membership and a ‘tool of diagnosis and 
interpretation’ (Lave and Wenger 1991: 109). Understanding how to attend to, 
evaluate and enhance student learning through their conversations and participation, 
and how students negotiate meaning and an identity from their participation in AfL 
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practices, is a challenging new form of assessment literacy for teachers that underpins 
the spirit of AfL. 
Conclusions  
It is important to problematise and seek to understand the relationship between AfL 
practices and the goal of learner autonomy. Without this understanding, teachers may 
look to blame themselves or students when they do not see the expected learner gains 
in autonomy they had hoped when enacting AfL practices. By reconceptualising 
autonomy as a negotiated identity of becoming more expert within a specific 
community of practice, rather than a fixed set of cognitive skills, learner autonomy 
becomes an identity that is constantly being negotiated and one that is available to all 
learners. Teachers can be encouraged to reflect on their expectations for autonomous 
learners and look for ways to make these expectations explicit but also plan learning 
experiences that will encourage participation.  
AfL practices become important ways of making the learning products and 
processes of experts available to students as well as being opportunities to learn 
through participation. Teachers need to be aware that expertise involves students both 
belonging within the community of practice and learning the processes of becoming 
more expert. Creating affiliation or a sense of belonging for students through 
supportive teacher-student relationships is a significant foundation for effective AfL. 
When AfL practices are regarded as patterns of participation in a community of 
practice, teachers can evaluate products, participation and draw on observations and 
reflective dialogue with learners as part of the shared repertoire to encourage and 
reflect on greater participation and expertise. This re-conceptualisation of autonomy 
has implications for enhancing teacher assessment capacity and professional 
development. 
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In an assessment policy climate increasingly driven by a focus on assessment-
as-measurement and performance in pen and paper tests it is essential that the role 
assessment has to play in learning and the production of participative learning 
identities is included in professional discussions. A danger for Australian teachers is 
that when they are encouraged to spend more time on preparing students for a 
National test, the identity of an autonomous learner becomes that of an earlier 
educational age – individualised, competitive and narrowly focussed on academic 
literacy and numeracy skills. It is through participation that students develop their 
identities as learners and learn what is valued. What kinds of expertise do we value 
for our learners? This is an assessment conversation worth having. 
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